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The writer Frederick Buechner stunned me with his recollections related to a show at Sea World.  The five or six killer whales that had been released into a large tank of water raced around and around in circles jumping and splashing and spewing—in other words, playing!  Suddenly, Buechner, watching the show with his family, found himself weeping.  The author recalls that he had the sensation of watching a jubilant dance of creation.  Why he was weeping, he could not explain.  Later, though, Buechner learned that other members of his family also had tears in their eyes during the show.
Several years later, while speaking at the College of Preachers at the National Cathedral in Washington, D. C., Buechner recounted what happened to him at Sea World in Orlando, Florida.  After his public presentation, the dean of Salisbury Cathedral in England asked Buechner if he would take a look at a part of a sermon that he, the dean, had preached only a few weeks earlier.  The passage that Buechner read from the dean’s sermon described the Anglican priest’s recent visit to a place near Orlando, Florida, where, amid an extraordinary spectacle in the water, he suddenly discovered that his eyes were filled with tears.
Wow!  What was going on here?  Buechner explained that tears came to his eyes and to the eyes of others’ while watching killer whales at play because they had caught a glimpse of the Peaceable Kingdom and what they saw in that all-too brief vision almost broke their hearts.  They had seen what creation could be, but is not.
I have been to Sea World, not in Orlando but in Los Angeles.  Along with our, then very young son, James, I watched a water show similar to the one described by Buechner.  And, do you know what?  I understand Buechner’s tears.  
I recall with a smile Hebrew writers, especially the Psalmist, describing the playfulness of the sea monster named Leviathan.  I am moved to the core of my being by the ancient vision of the Hebrew prophets—people beating swords into plowshares and refusing to study war any more while animals that usually attack each other lie down together in peace.  I can stare for hours at American artist Edward Hicks’ painting called “Peaceable Kingdom”—a beautiful portrait of the family of creation caught in a moment of happily shared relationships.  And the composite joy of all of that juxtaposed to the reality of the present moment nearly breaks my heart.
I know and love the biblical anticipation of a realm of peace as well as the holy presence that inspires it.  I ache for a realization of that anticipation, longing for the full potential of that presence, but fearing that we may have given up on both the ancient vision of that realm and the divine presence who makes it possible.  
Then I see Jesus.  Through the eyes of the gospel writer named John, I see Jesus—Jesus as “the good shepherd”—a metaphorical alias for Jesus as “the Prince of Peace,” which was, of course, another metaphor and another alias for Jesus the Messiah, the risen Christ, the revelation of God.  Thinking of God as a loving shepherd sets before the eyes of our hearts other soothing images—quiet waters, welcoming green pastures, goodness and mercy aggressively on the move, and even a valley of death in which travelers find light.  
The good shepherd sees to it that each member of the flock is in the fold—protected and secure, fed and made comfortable, peaceful.  “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you,” the risen one said.  Our hearts leap up when we read that promise from the good shepherd alias the Prince of Peace. 
But that is neither the only story in the news today nor the only vision vying for our attention.
Recently, while moving hurriedly through a busy airport, I caught a glimpse of CNN’s caption “Breaking News.”  I stopped immediately and watched.  Sounds of sirens, chaos, and weeping assaulted my ears.  More roadside bombs had detonated in Iraq, another mosque and police check point also had been shaken by explosives and dozens of people had been killed.  I watched emergency workers sprinting from one injured person to another and ambulances loaded with stretchers holding bloody bodies screaming their way toward hospitals.  I studied the faces that flashed across the screen—pain etched like knife cuts into the face of an elderly man, fear that had frozen like icicles on the face of a youngster, and grief that poured itself out in torrents of tears running down the face of a young woman.  Suddenly, like the unexpected spasm of an upset stomach, I felt anger boiling within me, disturbing and saddening me.  
Questions quickly followed.  Had a deranged political operative somehow imagined that such violence could be inspired by an interpretation—obviously a misinterpretation—of his religious tradition?  Had some crazed cleric, prostituting the very name of Islam, manipulated texts in the Q’uran so as to convince the bombers that blowing up soldiers from the United States and neighbors in their own land would gain them a fine heavenly reward?  And what of all of these other people whose faces bore anger and grief like pock marks and flash signs of an anxious desire for retaliation?  What was going on here?  Is there no answer to this craziness?
Though I spoke often of the morality of war during the build-up to our nation’s invasion of Iraq, I have said very little about that topic since the conflict has been raging—probably too little for a responsible pastor.  I don’t know about you, but for me there is not a single day that passes that I don’t think about the situations in Iraq and Afghanistan and seek to transform moral outrage into helpful prayers and acts of influence aimed at changing the course of history.  Often with a lump in my throat and tears in my eyes, I interact, with soldiers on leave traveling to and from their homes on airlines on which I too am a passenger.  Regularly, when enjoying a fine meal in a restaurant or conversing with friends in a manner that feeds the spirit or listening to friends in the business community describe their most recent financial gains, a scream erupts inside me and a flood of guilt rolls over me.  “How can we be doing this?” I ask myself, “How dare we be going on with life as usual, laughing and talking, enjoying our comforts while our family members, neighbors, and colleagues are fighting for their lives, and often losing their lives, because of the rationale that their presence there is making life more secure for our presence here?  Is that what it means to support the military initiative, just to go on with life as usual? Whether we support or oppose that war, what are we doing about it? Are we even cognizant of it? Do we allow thoughts of it to impact the way we think and live? What is it doing to our consciences and spirits? Where is the concern about dying among true patriots and those who carry within them the faith commended by Jesus?”  
As I picked up my brief case and travel bag that day in the airport to quicken my steps toward the gate for my departing flight, questions were banging against my head and my heart and my beliefs.  Where was the good shepherd this morning?  Why didn’t religion make any difference by that roadside, in that mosque, where those people milled around a police station?  What is the relationship between those people falling dead amid chaos and Jesus rising from the dead to give us peace?  Does religion only make a difference when less, not more, is at stake—when no one is about to lose land or prestige or political advantage or oil?  Do the Bible’s ancient visions of peace carry authority for us only when all other authorities have been attended to and satisfied?  Why doesn’t religion make any difference in this realm?  Has anything or anyone changed since Easter? And, if not what was Easter all about?
What good is faith? I yelled at God in the deepest silence that I could fathom.  Why did you send prophets to raise our hopes for peace and titillate our expectations by Jesus’ promise of peace? I asked God.  If people cannot pursue peace in the very geographical spots that we associate with the birthplace of creation and the land that people speak of as “Holy,” then where?
O, I know that the devastation that I saw on television that day and that I have watched almost every day since was about far more than a few car bombers and several soldiers whether in Iraq, Afghanistan, Israel, the Palestinian Territory.  What fuels such devastation or seeks to counter it here in Monroe, Louisiana?  I remember the words of the old gospel hymn Just As I Am and massaged those lyrics in my mind, “Fightings within and fears without.”  I know that is just as we are; indeed, just as I am. 
 So, what difference does faith make in us?  Is the image of Jesus as a good shepherd who wants peace only palatable for and admirable in pastoral poems and paintings?  Did we never intend for peace to be any more than a seasonal dream?  Have we never really planned for peace to be any more than a prime word in Christian liturgy that never finds its way into our Christian activity?  How little has to be at stake before religious faith trumps our tendencies toward bickering, fighting, and deadly violence?  Why have we turned peace into one of those values that we feel good about lauding but never serious about realizing?
I wonder if the good shepherd is weeping.  Is he also angry? I ask myself.  “Peace to you,” the risen Christ said, “My peace I leave with you.” This was the good shepherd speaking.  So, why, on this far side of Easter Sunday are we still fighting—whether with bombs or words?  Why now is peace relegated more to the realms of Mother Goose rhymes and political campaign rhetoric than to a global possibility and an interpersonal reality?  Did God fill us with an appetite that cannot be satisfied?  What would the good shepherd say?
What are the consequences of the resurrection of Christ among us?  I harbor a strong hunch that the vision and tears of Frederick Buechner at Sea World, the shock waves of terror that emanate from the deadly work of bombers on a roadside in Iraq, the surge of anger in my soul as I stood transfixed before televised coverage of more Middle Eastern violence, the frustrated possibilities for peace within us individually and peace among us congregationally, and the words of the good shepherd named Jesus all have something to do with the resurrection of Christ.  To know the reality of the resurrection is to experience peace and to work for peace communally as well as individually. To be without the power of that vision and the promise of power resident in the resurrection is to be in more trouble than we can possibly imagine—bad trouble.
 
So, how goes it with us?  O God, may we allow the good shepherd, the Prince of Peace, the living Christ to move among us in such a manner that we are empowered to live the divine vision of people at peace.  So let it be, shepherd God, so let it be.  Amen.
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, in the spirit of the shepherd psalm, we pray:  
God, you are our lover, who ministers to our needs and saves us from enslavement to our immediate desires.  You counsel us to rest, and, when we refuse to heed your advice, you assist us in our recovery from burnout and breakdown.  You show us a better way to live in which walking by still waters is as important as running to complete a task.  You give us a sense of fulfillment, peace, and well-being; you are the only one who can do that.  O God, as our Lover, you lead us into causes that are just, enable us to make morally responsible decisions, and guide us through ethical ambiguity for your eternal glory.
Even when we fall, fail, sin, Lover God, when our lives bottom out and everything seems dark and heavy, you stay with us, forgiving our sins, relieving our guilt, picking us up, giving us strength, illuminating our paths, and getting us going again.  
When we find ourselves in tough places, our emotions on edge, and our bodies ready to panic, we look over one of our shoulders and we see goodness and mercy following us.  We realize the breadth of your grace as a reality beyond which we cannot move.  And, we know—though we don’t know a lot—we know you are with us; your love—the love of our Lover—will never forsake us.  And we understand that to be with you and to have you with us, Lover God, is to be safe, at home, forever.  Thank you, God.  Thank you.  Amen. 
 
 


